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Sponsor Profile:
Paula W. Jamison, Ph.D., OTR

The Summer 2022 issue of the Open Journal of Occupational Therapy (OJOT) is sponsored by
longtime friend and colleague Dr. Paula W. Jamison.
Dr. Jamison served on the occupational therapy (OT) faculty at Western Michigan University
from 1999 to 2006, with a concurrent appointment teaching in WMU’s program in Holistic Health (now
Integrative Holistic Health and Wellness) through 2009. She entered the profession in midlife after a
varied career that included university teaching in the humanities and over 15 years in publishing. These
experiences led to her enthusiastic involvement with OJOT since its inception. She currently serves on
the OJOT advisory board and has been delighted to witness the positive reception the journal has
garnered among clinicians worldwide. While the trajectory that led her to discover and embrace OT as a
profession encompassed many job titles and skill sets, such as writer, teacher, college administrator,
translator, video producer, and television host, Dr. Jamison notes that they all stemmed from a
consuming curiosity about other people. “In graduate school, I almost switched from French literature to
anthropology. I was always fascinated and moved by how people made the best of circumstances that
might seem strange or off-putting to my basically middle-class Western mind. This extended to how
people experiencing disabilities relate to the challenges and joys of living a full life.”
Dr. Jamison grew up in Seattle, WA. Her parents valued education, but there was not a lot of
money. Fortunately, she obtained scholarships for undergraduate work at the University of Washington,
followed by a 4-year Ford Foundation fellowship and grant to earn a Ph.D. in French literature at the
University of Chicago. She applied part of her grant money toward dissertation research in Paris, where
she lived for 3 years. There she supplemented her funds with a research assistantship in political science
from Cornell University and with earnings from the first of what would eventually become a series of
scholarly books and articles she translated from French into English. A stint as a tour guide leading
American high school students around Europe convinced her that she was wise to focus on working with
college students. Back in the US, she took a teaching job in the Chicago area at Rosary College (now
Dominican University), where she also served as chair of the foreign languages department. Although
teaching was satisfying, her interest in literary scholarship waned. The health problems of various family
members required increasing attention, especially her mother’s aphasia resulting from a series of
strokes. Trying to communicate and work with caregivers led her to new arenas of care and concern.
OT, however, did not immediately present itself as a career option until she relocated to
Michigan. Working at the St. Joseph County Substance Abuse Council confirmed her interest in various

fields in human services, and she began to cast about for a new career path. At the time, she was
operating a translating and editing business, Wissing Words, and was increasingly beset by neck and
shoulder pain. Physical therapy helped, as did a regular mindfulness meditation practice (she and her
husband taught meditation workshops for many years), but she clearly needed a more holistic approach.
When her husband, who had been a media manager at Western Michigan University and worked closely
with members of the OT faculty, raised the idea of talking to the OT department about a career, she
followed up. “OT seemed to offer a place where I could put some of my skills and interests together and
make myself useful to other people,” she would say.
She began her clinical work in rehabilitation settings and later focused on mentoring OT students
in the schools. Looking at the whole person, their abilities, interests, and the context of their lives, was
always paramount for Dr. Jamison and something she tried to model in all course settings. Because her
personal experience as an OT student and her recollections of her first clinicals were relatively fresh, she
took particular pleasure in helping students transition from the classroom to the clinic. With rigor,
empathy, and hopefully a sense of fun and creativity, she stressed the need for “well-roundedness” and a
willingness to grow in this constantly evolving profession. Dr. Jamison noted that her work as a
translator and editor shared important qualities with clinical practice, teaching, and mentoring. “If
there’s one current that runs through so many of these disparate experiences, it is that of being a
midwife, supporting and easing transition and growth, and new ways of being in the world. I know that’s
a feminine image, but it’s the one closest to my heart. There’s room, though, for so many other ways of
perceiving this role, so many ways of being human.”

